The Redemption of Atticus Finch
It's been some time since an essay has provoked as much debate around here as Joseph Crespino's " The Strange Career of Atticus Finch" [from the Summer 2000 issue of Southern Cultures]. In his essay Mr. Crespino questioned whether Atticus Finch, given current racial attitudes and mores, still ought to be considered a hero, and concluded that he shouldn't-that today we should instead view To Kill a Mockingbird 's protagonist as a paternalist. He was, after all, a white man helping a black man, which certainly did little to upset the traditional racial power dynamic in the South.
Our readers found this to be a narrow and inaccurate portrayal of Harper Lee's most famous creation. To be sure, Mr. Crespino was taking on a southern icon. An outcry was to be expected, and we're indebted to Mr. Crespino for provoking such a spirited debate. We're also indebted to those readers who took time to write us with their thoughts about " The Strange Career of Atticus Finch." We publish three of these letters below. " To this reader, though, Lee's Finch is none of these. He stands up to a lynch mob because of the principle that all men are entitled to a fair trial. He vigorously defends his client by exposing the flaws of the prosecution's case, which means exposing a white woman as a liar (not an easy or safe thing to do during Atticus's day). Furthermore, Atticus delivers an indictment of southern segregationist culture in his summation to the jury when he strongly pronounces that his client's only 'crime' was to 'take pity on a white woman.' Finally, Atticus displayed the principle of non-violent resistence, years before Martin Luther King Jr., when he refused to respond violently after the racist Maycomb spat in his face. Lee has drawn Atticus Finch as a symbol of quiet strength, devotion to the law, and devotion to the principle that all persons are equal before the law. Paternalists, even if they might try, do not hold true equality in their hearts, and as a result cannot truly defend equality. Herein, perhaps, lies the true purpose of Crespino's revisionism, to discourage whites from participating in the racial healing process out of fear of having their motives questioned and being branded a paternalistic elite.
"At bottom, Crespino's analysis of Atticus Finch is nothing more than a poor attempt to deconstruct an American hero into something he is not-a threat to racial equality and the notion that racial healing is the province of only one race. Though an obvious part of teaching this book, the racial issues are not where the students' discussions lead; instead, it's to the idea encapsulated by Atticus first telling Scout, 'You never really understand another person until you consider things from his point of view.' Whether it is from Jem's not wanting Scout to kill a bug or Boo's desire to stay in his home until he has to come out, the eighth grade boys in my school discover many people and instances within the story that they can relate to in their lives: getting along with teachers in general; a live-in grandparent's opinion of them; not torturing lizards; or the kid who's a little different-and how we are treating him. In fact, in recent years since it has become common knowledge that Dill was based on Truman Capote, and the boys are even intrigued that Lee's best friend is a gay writer. The actor who plays him was also gay, and issues of tolerance are broached in ways I wouldn't have thought of ten years ago. "I realize that Mr. Crespino probably doesn't care about my challenges in the classroom, but any book that lets me talk about the above mentioned issues (and many others, trust me) and then talk about Columbine, for 
